





Play 


by William D. Cottrell 


Oe are some unseen things 
. which. walk the earth that are 
either too alien to mankind to come 
within our span of awareness, or are 
part of a lost lore which once we held in 
common with the beasts—a lore that is 
pethaps now buried deep within our 
subc6nscious- 

Whether this knowledge is "stil 
extant in all animals, I do not know. 
That it still exists in some, 1 am’con- 
vinced, for the year that I turned twelve 
I spent the summer as a goat boy, high 
in the coastal mountains of Oregon 
where, aside from a flock of about a 
hundred Afgoras that I was guarding, I 
had-only a couple of dogs for company. 

My father had warned me that; I 
might find it lonesome and’ frightening 
up there, cut off from all -communica- 
tion with the world of men. “There are 
things in those old mountains, there, 
that can scare your pants off, Bub,” he 
had said. But I was not-deterred.. As an 
only child growing up in the hill coun- 
try, I had learned to depénd heavily on 
beasts of field and forest for compan- 
ionship, and as far as being afraid 
went, I felt that I was more than a 
match for any’ 6f God’s creatures that 
might howl, hoot, growl, scréam, or go 
bump-in the night. Besides, I had my 
dogs and my squirrel gun. 

But I was not wholly prepared for the 
wild magnificence that I found up 
there on the top of the world; days 
when shifting shadows of clouds and 
canyons magnified the vastness of the 
valleys beyond valleys that rolled away 
toward the western sea, nights beneath 
ferocious stars that often. made me gasp 
in sudden fear and .close .my eyes 


- against an awful inkling of infinity; the 
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moody silence of the mighty rocks and 
trees—a silence never quite complete 
because of the web of overlying 
soundsa jaybird’s scream, ‘the 
Soughing wind, a mourning dove, or 
porcupine, or the chip and chirp of 
lesser woodland things. 

My base camp was an old abandoned 
cabin built by the Forest Service as a 
look-out point long before the days of 
helicopters. It stood in a grove of 
stunted pines atop a rocky spur that 
jutted out from the mountainside, only 
to fall away sharply on three «sides 
toward the canyon floor a thousand feet 
*below.. Its windows were: pone arid its. 
door «was off its hinges, but it was 
shelter from the heavy dews and sum- 
mer storms, and I could build myself a 
bed of fir boughs on the rough floor 
beneath my blanket roll. There was a 


tusty cook stove, too, where I could . 


cook a trout or stew a squirrel. Under 
the shelter of the pines that grew about 
the door, a pad of needles made a bed- 
ding for the goat’ at nigtit where, being 
within sight of'me, they were safe from 
coyotes, cougats, and other goat-eating 


. creatures that prowled the dark, and we 


could awaken with the sun as it cleared 
the eastern summits of the Great 
Divide. 

Goats are gifted creatures. They have 
an intelligence that often manifests 
itself as a kind of perverse cunning 


which seems to defy the laws of gravity 


and God. For all I know, the goat may 
be the Devil’s own. Certainly they 
possess a personality and a perceptive 
sense which is dangerously near to that 
of humans, and is as alien to anything 
in the sheep tribe as is the day to the 
night. 

There were no he-goats in the flock. 
The leader was a eunuch, a giant 
wether, and he was beautiful: he had 


the silky fleece of soft white curls 4nd 
the pale blue eyes which marked him as 
the pure Angora strain. One of his 
horns had been brokeri off; there was a 
jagged stunip on the side of his, head. 
His one’ remaining horn he wore’with 
jaunty grace, as ‘if he were-a slightly 
tipsy unicorn. 

I named him Snaghead. He became 
my friend. 

It was he who made the daily deci- 
sion as‘to when the flock should leave 
the bedding ground and embark on the 
day’s ‘forage. It was he who Jed the 
morning trek down the mouptainside, 


.along precarious“ trails, over rocky 


ledges, and across shifting slides to a 
little round plot of grass about thirty 
yards across that nestled in the crotch of 
the canyon below. This I called First 
Flat. There were second and third flats 
further‘down the canyon, but this was 
always the first stop on the day’s jour- 
ney. Here. we all drank deeply from.a 
cold spring that bubbled out from the 
foot of the mountain and kept the tiny 
meadow fresh and green. 

When we had drunk our fill, it was 
Snaghead who decided which of the 
many grazing routes we would follow 
for the rest of the day—a decision 
which I learned not to dispute. He had 
an uncanny sense of where the freshest 
leaves and grasses grew, -and when 
once-gleaned fields had grown up 
gteen again, and which trails -wauld 
lead us back to First Flat at precisely the 
same time each day. There we would 
drink again and pause in the shadows 
of the evening before we climbed the 
trail to spend the night. 

Snaghead was as proud and arrogant 
as any leader of a tribe should be, and 
where he led the dogs and I would 
follow. And because I liked him and 
admired him and was grateful for his 
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friendship, I tied in every, way to 
please him. As we grazed through the 
long sunny afternoons, I Would pull 
down branches of sweet young leaves or 
pick handsful of half-grown acorns as a 
special treat for him. And he would 
look at me with a kind of elfin twinkle 
in his knowing eyes, and I sometimes 
had the uneasy feeling that perhaps I 


-was sharing something with him that 


no human ought to share with any 
animal. 1 

And. in the dusk of evening, when all 
the goats were settled for the night, I 
would sit beneath the pines and sing'to 
them. 

The songs I sang were mostly hymns 
that I had learned in church, like “Shall 
We Gather by the River,” or “Bringing 
in the Sheaves.” I chose subjects which 
I felt might interest goats, and carefully 
avoided any pointed reference to loving 


‘lambs or blessed sheep. 


There was one hymn called ‘‘Dwell- 
ing ift Beulah Land” which I felt they 
enjoyed, and the words, I thought, 
were strangely fitting: 

1 am hiving on the mountain 

Underneath a cloudless sky; 

| am drinking at the fountain 
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That never shall run dry, O yes, 

I'm feasting on the manna 

From a bountiful supply, 

For | am dwelling in Beulah Land! 

But sometimes I would sing another 
kind of hymn—a song of train whistles 
in the night, of mighty cities which I 
hoped to see, of ships and ports in 
foreign lands and unknown wonders in 
the world of men—improvisations from 
my youthful dreams, my longings for 
the life that I hoped lay ahead. 

And then my friend would come and 
rest his chin upon my shoulder, and I 
would smugly stroke his silky néck-and 
comfort him because he was a beast, 
and not quite male, and had no soul, 
and could not hope to graze the golden 
sands of Samarkhand. 

So summer drifted on, and I became 
a god and dwelt in Beulah Land, and 
wotfe a stolen diadem and sinned the 
sin of overweaning pride. 

Then, early one morning in late 
summer, when the she-goats were 
becoming restless and impatient to join 
the he-goats in the valley below, It 
came. 

I awoke wide-eyed and afraid. 
It was dark outside. I sat up quickly 


I strained my ears for any warning 
sound. 

I held my breath. 

Then my stomach tightened and my 
heart started to pound as I realized 
what' had awakened me: Silence. A 
silence so absolute and terrible that 
it was dike a thin, shrill scream that 
stirred wild harmonics deep in my sub- 
conscious. Ideapt to the open door, but 
somehow I already knew that my worst 
nightmare had  becorhe réality. 

All of the-goats Weré gone. 

I stood there stark naked and staring, 
with insane possibilities‘racing through 
my mind: the flock had :been stolen, 
the night things had eaten them, or | 
was still asleep and in a fever dream. 

The dogs were awake now and start- 
ing to whine. 

I-ran out into that dark silence. 
Dawn was on its way; there was a dim- 
ming of the eastetri stars. Thére should 
have been a wind, but not a needle 
stirred among the pines. 

I was stunned. A hundred goats— 
some with: bells—cotild not -have deft 
the grounds, without me hearing them. 

Blindly I started to grope my way 
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down the trail toward First Flat. I could 
only think—I could only hope—that 
they had gone for a pre-dawn drink— 
which was impossible, but I grasped at 
the straw. 

*The dogs were with me, but as the 
trail began to -descend mote’ steeply 
they stopped short-and began making 
high, thin howling sounds in their 
throats. I was trying to ‘coax them, 
when suddenly I heard piercing the 
silence what ‘sounded impossibly like 
the trilling of a flute. The hair on my 
neck rose as if I'd heard a panther 
scream. : 

The dogs heard it, too, and with a 
yelp of terror disappeared back toward 
the cabin. 

My own panic was a burning fire in 
my throat, but the light was growing 
now and I could see the outline of the 
trail edging around the face of the cliff. 
I staggered on, oblivious to my. naked- 
ness, sobbing in pute animal -fear. 
Then I became aware that the stifling 
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silence of a few minutes before was 
turhing into a weird concordance of 
sounds. I thought I heard an eagle 
scream, then-there was a thin keening 
wail like a‘high wind in the cliffs, anda 
‘roaring as of running surf. 

Then I turned a corner of the cliff, 
and came out upon the great slide of 
decomposed granite that overlooks First 
Flat. ‘I looked down and saw what 
surely no human being has been meant 
to see since first creation set the bounds 
of dark and light. 

The goats were there: 

They stood rock-still in tight concen- 
tric citcles on the flat, round green of 
that little arena, their-heads bowed:low 
and facing center in a ghastly. frozen 
ting. And over and under and all 
around, the earth, the air, the trees, 
the very rocks on which I stood seemed 
to shimmer and sway with the ebb and 
surge of a wild and ghostly music. 

And I could halfway see in the dim 
gtay light of ‘dawn the unspeakable 





grossness, the nakedness, the maleness, 
and the terrifying beauty of that 
obscene thing that pranced and 
cavorted in the midst of that ungodly 
congregation. 

I must have screamed; the ‘music 
stopped. The creature turned. It looked 
at me. For a moment, I stood trans- 
fixed. Fhen I was blindly trying to run 
when I lost my footing and went hurt- 
ling down the’ hillside: in a growing 
savalanche of rocks and pebbles. 

“I lay at the bottom of the cliff, my 
naked body bruised and bleeding, not 
thirty yards from that dreadful-ritual in 
an unknown wilderness. I tried to rise, 
but my legs collapsed and I sank down 
shelpless on the heap of rock and rub- 
ble. 

All was silent again. The goats had 
lifted their heads and were glaring at 
me, their necks-arched in anger. There 
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was a sharp, outrageous odor in the air 
that was both thrilling and nauseating. 
I was aware of a dark shape moving 
oy _ toward'me. A hysterical stranger within 
me, insane with joy, was struggling to 
claw its way out of my body to join it. 
The odor was overwhelming now, and 
the-wild thing inside me was screaming 
in the agony of a kind of deep psychic 
ofgasm that was pulsing my life away. 
Then a white blur broke from the cir- 
cle and came pounding toward me. I 
tealized that it was Snaghead, head 
down, horn flashing, his hoofs—hoofs 


shreds—sending out bits.of flying turf 
as he came. I shielded my head with my 
arms and waited for the first slashing 
blow. It never came. There was a sud- 





There is a lady in these parts 
Who has a demon in her womb 


Gnd knows it in her heart of hearts. 


. Snijoy the sunlight si pou can; 


(But still her lips part in a smile. 
‘ She plucks a flower for Her hair. 


‘ Gnd while her cuckold husband moves 
Sedately through his morning bath, 


She feels within het belly grow 
@ thing of dark satanic wrath, 


Watches while the sunlight dies. 


Jn the pupils of her eyes. 
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that I had seen cut rattlesnakes: to - 


den sense of release, and, the clean. 


She knows within her heart of hearts 
That crawling death lies cradled there, 


Gnd turns, and looking out the window 


The smile.slips off, there is a crawling 
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smell of wet goat hair, and Snaghead 
was standing over ‘me, his legs spread 
wide, his long curls covering my bat- 
tered body. 

Mercifully, I could see nothing. 
Snaghead stood stock still, a lion carved 
in, stone. There was a long silence. 
Then I heard what sounded like a low 
laugh; it could have been the nicker of 
a horse. 

Findlly, as from far down the canyon, 
I heard the same high fluting trill that 
had frightened the dogs so much. Only 
now it was not fearsome. It seemed to 
me to be sweet and plaintive, like 
something lost and lonely, calling to its 
mate. The thing inside me longed with 
all my soul to answer it. “ 

And when, at last, Snaghead. raed 
away from me and led his flock back up 


the mountainside, they left me there 
alone, a blasted, unsexed thing, sob- 
bing on the ground—sobbing because 
of a great emptiness within me—an 
emptiness that I have never filled, and 
cannot to this day. 

When I could stand and limp back 
up the trail, the dogs greeted me 
joyfully. The goats were lying quietly 
beneath the pines; not one of them 
looked in my direction., All that day I 
lay on my bed, and the goats waited for 
me, and in the evening I came out of 
the cabin and sat among them, and the 
next day Snaghead and I, like brother 
eunuchs, led the flock back out to 
graze. 

I never sang to goats again. 
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